Introduction
Peer relations play an important role in personal and social adjustment, particularly in childhood and adolescent years (Hartup, 1983; Laursen, 2005; Rubin, Bukowski & Parker, 1998 , Sullivan, 1953 ). Yet, if throughout the school years having friends and rubbing elbows with a bunch of youngsters about the same age give access to new social worlds and foster children's social selves, relationships are not always enjoyable or free of hassles, and not all children experience a sense of belongingness among their classmates. Moreover, it is argued that the stable nature of peer groups does not always lead to camaraderie or the emergence of friendships; on the contrary, it can perpetuate and even aggravate poor peer relations (Salmivalli, 2001) . Difficulties in fitting in with one's peer group and troubled relationships can be grounds for unhappiness and a long line of frustrated expectations about selfperceived social competence and group membership.
In addition, poor peer relations have been well-documented in terms of the development of psychopathology (Alsaker & Olweus, 1992; Olweus, 1993; Rubin et al., 1998) , and a number of studies have emphasized how detrimental they can be for group cohesion, affective communication and interpersonal attitudes among classmates (De Rosier, Cillessen, Coie & Dodge, 1994; Pepler, Craig & O'Connell, 1996; Perry, Willard & Perry, 1990) . Peer bullying, whether a cause or a consequence of poor social relationships, entails negative effects for both the individual and the peer group and, given its origin and perpetuation in a social context, it is not plausible to understand and explain the bullying phenomenon outside a relationship perspective (Pepler & Craig, 2006) .
A relationship perspective is an integrative framework and puts forward an interesting research agenda. Until now, the bulk of empirical studies have mainly focused on the development of behavioural, cognitive and emotional patterns of aggressive, victimized or passive-aggressive children, or they have taken a peer group view, substantiated in a view of its structural organization and role differentiation of group members (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman & Kaukiainen,1996; Salmivalli, 2001) . The focus here has been in exploring how processes and group mechanisms contribute to the development of bullying.
While personality and systemic approaches have echoed the principal contrasting conceptualizations about the phenomenon of bullying, more recently, the relationship perspective has considered how individuals actively participate in the processes of constructing social experience. This co-construction process is embedded in collective interactions facilitating thoughts, symbolic representations, meaning attribution, communication, organizing behaviour and setting shared expectations about each other's behaviour.
In the child development domain, these ideas have arisen from theories of the self and symbolic interactionism (Baldwin, 1906; Mead, 1925 Mead, , 1934 , from constructs such as the internal working model (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999) and also from modern interactive models of socioemotional development (Carlson, Sroufe, Egeland, 2004) . Complementary representations of self and others' experience have long been investigated in the social psychological tradition. According to Moscovici (1981) knowledge is socially elaborated and collectively shared (common sense). Such knowledge refers not only to a given reality, as it also is involved in the construction of such reality. Such a construction shapes what is perceived as common sense knowledge. It appeals to certain shared ideas, thoughts, and images about particular realities (natural or sociocultural) which, due to their social fabrication, are embodied with an intense feeling of logical necessity. Besides, social representations are important guides for behaviour and anticipated precursors of action and outcomes. In this respect, it is agreed that neither does representation dispense experience, nor does experience acquire meaning and functionality apart from cognition.
If indeed these interactional and relationship stances are suggestive and allow us to gain a process view of the bullying phenomenon and, in general, of relationship development, this line of research demands further development. In favour of this argument, it has been claimed by different authors that it may not be the children's behaviour per se that maintains their victimization status (Kochendorfer-Ladd, 2003; Vaillancourt, McDougall, Hymel & Welch, 2001; Boivin, Hymel & Hodges, 2001) . Alternatively, social interactions, relationship experiences and representational processes of reciprocal roles are contributing to the development of bullying behaviors. And, even though victims of peer aggression differ from nonvictims in a number of ways, it is often misleading to attribute the victim's vulnerability to physical strength (Olweus, 1978) , disability (Naylor, Granizo, Tantam & Deurzen, 2005) , race or ethnicity, sex or religious orientation (Mellor, 1999; Rivers, 2001; Siann, Callaghan, Glissov, Lockhart, & Rawson, 1994) , to mental disabilities (Tattum, 1989) , or to special education needs (Tattum, 1997) . But it would be an equal fallacy to expect that the quality of relations or social environments affect every child in the exact same way. As Boivin, Hymel & Hodges (2001) (Tajfel, 1978) .
At this point, combining the two levels of explanation could present a stimulating challenge. Developmentally, it is conceivable to assert that self-representations of interpersonal experience will gain relevance in organizing cognitions, emotions and behaviours. Taking a group or societal perspective, it is likely that shared social representations will strengthen maintenance of a multitude of stereotyped perceptions about the individuals in and out of the group of belonging. The result of categorization processes, stereotypes might simultaneously have self-and group-serving purposes, but it is doubtful that these purposes will be beneficial to interpersonal relations.
In the present study, we have three main goals. The first goal is to examine psychological descriptions of victims of peer bullying according to their adolescent peers, based on ratings assigned to different attributes referring to physical, social and emotional characteristics. The second aim is to determine whether these descriptions corroborate perceived vulnerability and common stereotypes of victims' social (in)competence. The third aim examines how these social representations of victims are associated with sample characteristics such as country of origin, age, gender and relational status (victimization role assigned by peers) and self-reported experience of involvement in bullying situations.
Method

Participants
A total of 1237 adolescents aged 11 to 16 years old (M = 13.3 years) were involved in this study. They were drawn from 35 classrooms in fourteen public and private schools of
Elementary and Secondary Education in the cities of Granada (Spain) and Braga (Portugal).
A balance of representation was maintained for students' year in school, as well as across urban and suburban schools from the two cities. Both cities are mid-size university towns, known for their fast socioeconomic and cultural development in the last decade. Besides location, school selection took into account size and educational stages offered at each school, pursuing uniform criteria according to the age, grade and educational stage that students attended in the two countries. The participants came from low, middle and middlehigh family backgrounds. The overall goals of the study, the questionnaires and the application procedures were described in initial interviews with school staff. Parental consent was requested with a written slip, included along with an informational letter addressed to the families. Teacher and student consent was requested verbally and researchers emphasized that voluntary participation was a personal choice. 
Instruments
Victimization Status. A peer assessment procedure developed by Cerezo (2000) was used to identify which students were assigned to the different statuses. This questionnaire gathers information on preferred and non-preferred friendship choices, self-perceptions of mutual choices and rejections, plus six items to nominate up to three individuals in the classroom who fit the behavioural description of aggressors and victims. These six items comprise: who bosses, who whines and is afraid, who teases and hits others, who gets picked on by others, who is envied by others, who are the smartest ones. In two supplementary sections, five additional items request information on frequency, type, location of bullying, perceived severity of bullying and safety at school. In the present sample, 7.3% of the participants were identified as victims, 8.3% as aggressors, 82% as bystanders and 0.6% as bully-victims. In total, 5.2% of the participants state that they were bullied very often or always, 5.3% were aggressors, 52%
identified themselves as pro-victim and 8% as pro-aggressors.
Procedure
Data was collected through completion of a self-report assessment -the SCAN-Bullying
Quest (Almeida & Caurcel, 2005 ) -consisting of a narrative description, ratings of participants' expectations, attitudes and feelings regarding a peer bullying story, further exploring the victim's and the aggressor's experience as well as the participants' self-experience, whether they projected themselves into the victim, aggressor or bystander roles in the story.
The SCAN-Bullying Quest was designed after the Scripted-Cartoon Narrative of Peer
Bullying (Almeida et al., 2001; Del Barrio et al., 2003) . According to the two gendered versions of the bullying cartoon-narrative, masculine and feminine versions of the questionnaires were presented, each portraying a group of students (i.e., predominantly male or female) involved in different bully-victim interactions: physical and relational, direct and indirect. At the beginning, to get the students acquainted with length, scale format and questioning, the researchers read through some examples calling attention to the sections of the questionnaire, specifically clarifying wording and encouraging individuals to express any doubts. The assessment starts with a storytelling task and proceeds with examining attitudes, emotions, and expectations concerning the victim, the aggressors and the bystanders.
Through a series of scales designed to cover these different aspects/themes, the corresponding measures resulted from the coded responses to rating scales and closed questions interspersed among a total of 36 items.
In the current study, the data report on the adolescents' descriptions of victim attributes based on a list of 14 bipolar adjectives (e.g. friendly/unfriendly; funny/boring; cool/tacky). For this particular item, a semantic differential scale (Osgood, Suci & Tannenbaum, 1957) was used, in accordance with previous stated opinions that this type of scale is recommended for assessing the subjective meaning of a concept to the respondent; thus providing a kind of attitude scale associated with the underlying dimensions (Robson, 1993) . Used purposely for exploring the victim's attributes, each adjective pair is scored on a 1-5 scale, with point 1 corresponding to the negative pole and point 5 to the positive one or, as normally associated in common sense, to a less sociable and a more sociable orientation, respectively.
Results
Data were analysed using SPSS version 13. Average ratings were computed (see Table   2 ) for the 14 adjective pairs and the mean scores suggest that respondents adopt a differential standpoint, with the exception of a neutral mean score in the 3 adjective pairs:
"Boring/Funny"; "Tacky/Cool" and "Weak/Brave". The first factor aggregates 9 components and corresponds to the adjectives on the receiving pole with high ratings (ratings 5), forming a dimension that is in favour of a sociable and more positive characterization of victims. The remaining five components correspond to the adjectives receiving lower scores, loading on a second factor that is identified with a dimension that reflects a less socially competent, more vulnerable and somewhat negative stereotyped perception of victims. Internal consistency, as measured by
Cronbach alpha, was 0.83 for the first factor and 0.71 for the second factor. Item correlations are presented in Table 3 . In order to explore whether there were significant differences according to independent variables, several univariate analyses were computed. Independent sample t-test revealed statistically significant differences in the victim's characterization based on gender (Table 5 ). The differences are suggestive of two descriptive patterns, which are consistent with traditional gender stereotypes. Adolescent girls showed a more prosocial and empathic attitude towards victims, being more positive and less negative in their characterization (t= -3.887, p<.01). On the contrary, boys reflect a more negative and stereotyped image of the victims (t= -6.520, p<.01). The univariate analysis for the three age groups yielded a significant age effect only for the second dimension identified with a stereotyped image of the victim (F= 12.053, p<.01). The pattern envisions an accentuation of the stereotype as adolescents grow older, particularly from 13-year-olds onwards. Of particular interest to the current study is examining how victim characterization is related to victimization status or role assigned through peer ratings. Based on previous findings, eighty-nine students were identified as victims, one-hundred and nine were aggressors and the remaining who were classified in neither of these statuses were grouped under the category of observers. Analyses of variance were performed to identify whether victim characterization shows differences related to status assigned (Table 7) . For this particular question, we expected to link stereotyped and vulnerability perceptions of victims to the aggressors' descriptions. In addition, in line with social appropriateness often reported in the literature (Smith, 2004) , we expected to find a generally favourable image of the victims among observers. Besides, it was also plausible to predict that adolescents assigned to the victim status would describe the victim in a more empathic and sociable mode, as a reflection of activated complicity with the experience of the story's protagonist. Nonetheless, it was more hazardous to predict whether this form of complicity would be reflected in the second factor. If indeed stereotypes are construed upon a social representation of the perceived vulnerability of victims, it can be expected that victims will perceive themselves as vulnerable and less socially valued, sustaining the weight of this interpersonal negative categorization.
As seen in Table 7 , these hypotheses were partially confirmed. Role assignment is related to the above predictions, with an exception for the last hypothesized relationship, since victim's status does not hold a positive relationship with the stereotyped description.
For their own sake, victims do not share a negative belief about themselves. As predicted, ratings of adolescents in the aggressors' group reflect a less positive image of the victims and an amplified idea of their negative attributes, as shown in the low ratings assigned to the second factor (F= 5.767, p<.01; F= 4.679, p<.01) . This is presumably a reflection of their nonemotional involvement, or else a justification to reinforce anticipated aggressive behaviours toward the victim group.
Finally, observers' descriptions are similar to the victims' and at the same time are more neutral, as normally expected.
Further exploring the hypothesized contributions of representational and behavioural experience to the victims' perceptions, additional analyses were carried out to investigate how self-reported experience as a victim, an aggressor, a pro-victim or a pro-aggressor is related to positive and negative dimensions of the victim's profile.
Regarding self-reported experience as a victim, results of the univariate analysis of variance (see Table 8 ) showed that participants with zero or few experiences as a victim hold a more stigmatized perception of this group. A contrasting attitude was found among selfreported victims whose descriptions were indicative of less stereotyped views and, indeed, revealed a self-serving social image and a positive orientation towards their own group (F= 5.509, p<.01). By contrast, experience as an aggressor was associated with a marked negative view of the victim's vulnerabilities (F= 15.719, p<.01) as well as a less positive view of his or her sociability (F= 14.055, p<.01) (see Table 9 ). Regarding self-reported experience as pro-victim and pro-aggressor bystanders, the analysis of variance performed showed statistically significant differences (see Table 10 and 11). Again, the results indicated that experience was directly contributing to the victim's characterization. Congruent with the tendencies described above, a more systematic helping attitude is associated with positive characterization of the victims (F= 5.640, p<.01) while the opposite effect is observed for non-involvement and a more negative description of victims' vulnerabilities (F= 11.693, p<.01). Simultaneously, less involved pro-aggressor bystanders hold a more favourable perception of the victims (F= 18.689, p<.01), as compared to supportive reinforcers of bullies (F= 11.989, p<.01) , who sustain the typical stereotyped image of the victim. and self-reported experience as participant in bullying interactions. Although this is part of a larger project investigating attitudes regarding other participant roles, for the time being we begin by setting our theoretical framework and describing first findings regarding the victim characteristics according to their nonvictimized and victimized peers.
Studying bullying in adolescence has been of particular significance to many authors.
A strong argument for the attention devoted to this age period has been stressed by developmental studies on peer relationships. To put it clearly, it has been assumed that peer bullying can be especially damaging to adolescents, when failure to fit into the peer group can symbolize a failure to master a critical developmental task (Lease, McFall & Viken, 2003) . Wondering about similarities and dissimilarities with others in and out of the peer group typically consumes a good deal of adolescents' daily activity (Rubin et al., 1998) . And indeed, to perceive oneself as possessing characteristics that others find awkward induces concerns about peer acceptance and self-adequacy which, in the case of victimized adolescents, can reinforce the aggressor's behaviour (Perry, Kusel & Perry, 1988; Perry et al., 1990) . The particular implications of the consequences of the victim's behaviour have led many authors to investigate the individual characteristics of children that are targets of their peers' aggressive acts (for a review, see Almeida, in press).
Another reason to study victims of bullying lies in the controversial opinion that victimized children can turn into aggressors by identifying with the aggressor (unconcious defence mechanism) or by transferring aggressive feelings or retaliating against more the vulnerable. Since this calls for a larger focus of study extending the individual perspective to include an interpersonal and a relational point of view, this topic will most probably benefit from a more integrative psychological paradigm. Despite the claim that victimization cannot be accounted for by victims' behavioural or nonbehavioural characteristics, the fact is that too often the victims are sanctioned (Sweeting & West, 2001) . Specifically, our results are consistent with these assumptions. Although the majority of boys and girls in our sample were assigned to a bystander role and, consequently, reported that they had not experienced bullying on a regular basis, a smaller number did report to have experience as a victim and as an aggressor and were equally assigned to each role.
Thus, the set of descriptions of victim characteristics reflect the social perceptions of these three subgroups. Our findings revealed the social image of a passive victim, whose perceived vulnerability consists mainly of a shy, fearful, fragile nature, coupled with a sensitive, compliant, quiet and humble personality. Although this characterization has traits coinciding with the public stereotype of the passive victim, it is far from being too discriminative or negative. Whereas shyness and fearful might denote that these descriptions are emphasizing an insecure and anxious socioemotional pattern, other attributes like "boring" and "tacky", or even "dumb" associated with incompetence and deviance were not strongly stressed.
Besides, about 80% of the adolescents perceive the victim as a "good person" and "kind", indicating that the attitude beneath is favourable and expresses empathy towards the victim.
Otherwise, this attitude aligns with an appropriate social orientation that, unless challenged, peers will continue to verbalize. This commentary should not be interpreted as a criticism, but as a widely evidenced trend. Sympathy and friendly attitudes towards the victim apparently gather high consensus but, at the same time, this ethical concern is not coupled with action. It undoubtedly is less attractive to act in support of the victims. According to Salmivalli (2001) , 60 to 70% of students do nothing to stop bullying. No matter how much prevention programs encourage enlistment of victim defenders, it is important to be aware of these numbers and to be conscious about the relative ease of considering bullying an ethical and moral issue. Particularly in adolescence, challenging and promoting anti-bullying attitudes have to go beyond enrolling defenders.
Namely, reported differences with age and gender showed that the perceived vulnerability of victims is accentuated as adolescents grow older and that boys as compared to girls take a more critical attitude towards victims. These findings are not surprising in themselves, but again evoke self-definitional issues which affect a concept of "manliness".
In addition, implications are also more visible for boys whenever bullying takes more overt expressions. Other findings allow us to extend our reflections about the transactional relation of interpersonal perceptions. The reported data are extremely consistent across the two conditions. Peer nominations and self-reported experience point in the same direction: peer ratings and experience as aggressor are linked to less favourable and increased vulnerability perceived in the victim descriptions, whereas bystanders and other adolescents having experienced or being peer-rated as victims held less stereotyped perceptions.
In conclusion, explanations for bullying are an ongoing challenge to research. They raise a number of controversial issues about human nature, and the function and manifestations of aggression in development, and they collide with a complex puzzle of educational approaches. Responses to bullying have not always been grounded in a research evidence basis.
In bullying and victimization research, for instance, the different disciplines offer an enormous set of information about "what is it", "which children are perpetrators and targets of bullying behavior", "what are its psychological and health consequences", "how can it be prevented", etc. This information generated debates which have influenced the ideas of teachers, parents, experts, and people, in turn influencing intervention programs and attitudes towards the subjects.
However, information is not enough to dismantle beliefs and attitudes which sometimes are opposed to action and resistant to change. Myths and misconceptions can have insidious effects in dealing with peer victimization issues. Sullivan (2000) examines a number of these 'long-standing truths' to discuss their underlying justifications. A rather common and particularly dangerous myth stresses that bullying is character-building, suggesting that it is the victim's fault if he or she is bullied because they should stand up for themselves. While this and other similar beliefs accentuate the vulnerability of the victims, objectivity in science is far from socially innocuous.
